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Affective Problems in Writing
Abstract

This study sought to determine if tests were available that would allow professors and instructors of
College Writing to identify students with differing personality types and attitudes about writing.
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Affective Problems In Writing

James MNehiley
John Sutherland

This study sought to determine if testswere available that
would allow professors and instructors of College Writing to
identify students with differing personality types and atti-
tudes about writing. These tests, ff effective, would allow
teachers to (1) customize writing assignments to the writing
problems or abilities of the students, (2) minimize Individual
preconceplions and predispositions and (3) maximeze thelr
wriling performance,

Two hundred fifty-four writing students attending the
University of Florida's College of Agriculture were tested using
the Kiersey-Bates Personality test, the Mass Communication
Writing Arcclety Measure [MCWAM) and a test designed to
locate students who block at various stages during compaosi-
ton,

The results showed that students who had different
personality types and atUitudes toward writing could be
identified so that writing situations and assignments could be
specifically devised to offsel or capitalize on these tendencles.

Imtreduction

Tracitionally, college wriling in-
struction has centered on such cog-
nitive fctors as spelling and the so-
called rules for writing, which in-
clude grommar and puncluation.
Usually, the emphasis has been on
the time-proven methed of marking
errors in red with enyplic comments
like “splice, Ta™ to indicate that the
student has jolned two main clauses
with a comma and can find the an-
swer o that problem In sectlon 7a in
thelr writing text, Butl, whatl about

thoae atudents whose problems are
affective? That is, what about those
students who find writing diflicult
because of thelr attitudes abouwt
themsehves, or the act of writing, or
the rules of writing?

In recent years, research inte
the attlivdes of college students has
ahown thal many hoave problems
writing becawse they block” at difer-
ent stages when they Lry Lo compose.
Some students block strengly at the
start because they believe that the
beginning is absolutely the mosl
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important part of wrillng [Upper.
1974). These people are stymied be-
cause they have been told that I
thelr work doean’t Include a compre-
hensbee plan or oulline and their
beginning lsn’t exactly 'perfect.’ thelir
paper will be disorgantred and in-
complete (Rose, 1980). Other siu-
dentablock intermittently during the
wriling process because they have
writing rules thal force them to starl
and stop and evaluale as they
progress [Cavold passive volee,” "bal-
ance your verb tense,” "avoll the
nominathe case of pronouns®). Sl
others block heavily at the end be-
cause they fear that a finad product
might be evalualed harshly and re-
fect poorty on them or thelr abilites,
Chrrbously, some students avobd writ-
ing because unsuccessiial past expe-
riences have befl them apprehenabee
aboul wrillng again (Rose, 19680],
bt many olhers Block beciiise Lhey
are by nature less organtsed and
have a tough lime seeing the overall
pleture and knowing where to begin
and In whal onder th should
progress (Flower & Hayes 1980). And,
maddeningly, somewrilers, the ones
who suffer the grealest apprehen-
slon, have a tough Ume composing
because they are excellenl wrilers
and are concerned about doling 2
Arst-rate job,

Clearly all these people need Lo
know when they have constructed
sentences Improperty, However, this
helphul Information won't free them
to write more Huently, and therefore
maore ¢flecthvely, Jusl as il s obviows
that college students are different
fram each other, it 18 also obvious
that siudents will have different wril-
ing problems, Is there some way that
professors and instructors n college
can ldenlify these people and
wriling assignmenis thal will help

them overcome thelr reasons for

http%%ew"g'rlepress orgmﬁﬁﬁwd

ahow wriling lenchers easy-to- nd-
minlster-and-analyze tests [ com-
prehensbvely [dentify shudent- writ-
ers with (1) different personality
types, (2] unique sell perceplions
and [3) distinet attitudes aboul per-
cetving and organizing matertal to be
wrillen, The tesls used were o well-
known perscnality test, a tesi to
determine If students bleck when
they iy (o write and a test to deler-
mine when and where studentls suf-
fer greatest apprehension during the
writing process,

The fNrat test uwsed was the
Klersey-Bates personality test
(Kiersey & Bates, 1978), a test
that identifles basic temperamenia
of students, The idea of tempera-
menis In individuals Is not a new
concepl, Indeed the notlon can be
traced backwards through the
wark of Maslow to Adler te Frewud
te Jung and even back o
Hippocrates and his verston of the
four basic lemperamenis San-
guine, Chaoleric, Phlegmatic and
melancholie (Klersey & Bales,
1978). The Kieraey-Bates teat was
chosen because wriling instrac-
fors can use it without prohibitive
charge and rescarch conducted at
the University of Florida showed
that results correlated well with
resulls from other, more commonly
used personalily tests.

‘The Hieracy-Bales teat fdenti-
fies, first of all, the stiudents who
are Introverted (I-types) or exira-
verted (E-types) by nature, Accord-
ing lo research, introveried people
wre Ivwardly moetivated and terrilo-
ral. They dislike communicating
with others and actually feel Intimi-
dated or physically weakened when
they must talk and write. Extro-
verted Individuals, on the other
hand, enjoy communlcatling with
others and feel motlvated and
sirengithened when they wriie,

DQleigrdlB A0 HS344 6 mmunlcations, Val. 78, Ko, 3, 1083730
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Ancther part ofthe Kiersey-Bates
test determines these whe are sens-
ing [S-types] or Intulihe [MN-types,
[the 1 is for inlroveried]). Sensing
individuals are fact -oriented and are
unim pressed with intulthe decislons
arrtved at with Imagination. They
have no trouble reporting facts o
data, but they have trouble creating
the Introduction or summary thal
provides perspective (Flowers &
Hayes, 1980]. The good mews ks sens-
ing types almosi never make ermors
of grammar of puncluation, The bad
news Is they disbike tackling mew
problema, sothey must block heavily
when they try tobegin. Intudthve types,
an Uhe other hand, kbve tolackle new
problems. They can skip from one
aclivity (o the next, perbaps com-
pleting none. Jung described the in-
tullive os one w“]i plants the field
anvd Lhen b ol before Lhe erop oomes
in [Kiersey & Bates, 1978) Intuitive
types oflen make errors In wrillng
and frequently jump to concluakonas.
As o resull, they are strong at the
beginning, bul lose inferest before
they can do an effective job of wrap-
ping up the paper.

The Hicracy-Bates fesl also dis-
tingulshes between those students
who have perceplual [P-types) or
Judging I-types] perscnalities. Per-
ceptive are indhdduals whe prefer to
lesvve ks open lor later alteratlbons.
They sulfer extreme ansdely while
they wrile because they want mare
tme to collect information belore
they decide what belongs in a paper
and what doesn'l. Because they de-
slre additional material, pereeplives
often find it difficult to edit Informa-
tlon not necessary to the task at
hand and frequently have to throw
their work log@ether at the Last minute
beeause il is lale, Judging bypes, on
the other hand, sulfer arsdety WMthey
don't make o decislon Immediately.
They kap to conclusions In thelr

engerness bo get on Lhe with the job.
The good news I8 |-ypes don't suller
pre=writing apprehension. The bad
news Is thelr papers are usually nod
well-thought-out because they chose
the firat subject they came across,

Another test that can be useful bo
locate students sulfering from differ-
enl wrlling problems is the Mass Com-
municalion Wrillng Ansdety Measure
MACWAM), a test for wriling appre-
henalon [Riffle & Siack, 198E8]. The
MCWAM is a multidimensional test
adapled lrom early reseanch intopub-
lic speaking or rhetorical apprehen-
aton (Fifle & Stack, 1988). IL s muld-
dimensional because wriling appre-
hension encompasses a range of altl-
tudes toweard wrillng, nol justa fearof
wriling. Rescarch found that appre-
henslon consisted of dispositional
atlliudes ever Urme and con-
text, and siustional attitudes spe-
clfle ton particular task [Fife & Stack,
1988), DMspositional attiludes are
propensiics or predispoailions. Siiu-
atlonal attitudes, on the other hand,
are a result of the clreumstanoes
urder which the sritingooours, Thess
altitudes can mnge from o general
affect (liking or disliking writing) or an
apprehenston resulting from o per-
cetved lack of mechanical skill and
competence, 1t could also be from a
personad dislike for criticiam or evalu-
allon, a blank page or o
preference for tnsk avoldance, Each
would resull In a wriling apprehen-
glon, but the solution for eackh woulkd
b dramatically different.

The third test used In this study
was a 22-question test to determine
whether studenls, based on thelr
own percelved wriling habiis, were
blockers or nonblockers when they
tried to compose (Rose, 1930). The
guesiions for Lhis lesl were drawn
from comments made by students
participating n studies o determine
which types of studenis block when
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they write (Rose, 1950) (sce Table 1.
Blockers were identified by answer-
ing In the allrmative to such atate-
men s as ~A gocd essay always grabs
a reader's atlention Imewediately.”
Nonblochkers were conaldered to be
those that answered in the afirma-
tve 1o atalements as “Grammar and
punciuation are not as important o
the subject.”

Matoerlals and Mathods

Data collected for this shudy caume
from 216 studenis participating In a
writing course at the Unbersily of
Florida's College of Agrculiure, The
studentswens feated In-class on scpa-
raleoccasbons using the Hiersey-Hales
personality Index (Hiersey & Bales,
1978) and the Blocker/MNonblocker
test. In addition, 38 students from
anolherwrillng course were ghren the

Hieraey-Balea tesl and the MOWAM
wriling anxiety fest (Riffe & Stack,
1965 to determine i there was a
relationship between personallty type
and the degree of apprehensbon.

Rosults

Resulia showed that 54 percent
of the students were extroverted, 33
pereenl were Introverted and 11 per-
cent leabed as x- fnctor, meaning thelr
soores were eventy dhvided. Student
tests also showed that 60 percent
were sensing and 35 percent were
Inluitive, The lest showed thal sio-
dents were 74 percent judging and
22 percent were perceplual, Because
the originators of the Kiersey-Bates
teat described.J-Types as people whao
Just dive into thelr work, we pre-
dicted that a majority of J-Types
would be non-blockers and o major-

Table 1: True or False BLOCKER /NONBELOCEER TEST

B A good casuy always grabs a reader's aitention immediately.
NB*  When [ am atuck, [ Just stast writing. Il write what | can,
B If mentencm arca’l grameratically eoreect they aren't uschal,

[ can use as rury theats ideas tn oy lead paragraph as [ vant.

B I wold mather be late than produce something that (sn't the way | want

] £

IL.
Rules like "write only what you know about” just aren’t true.

B Every essay ahould have three or four madn pointa

NB
rrual e,

il a writing rule confiicta with the subject matler. 1I rethink the subject

B I don't start sriting untll oy cutline covers every point.

If oy originad fdess won’t work, |}m1nmdtupmcuddﬂ&1mﬂy

B Complex gutlines resull in precise writing.

Geet it dorwm, then throw 11 ssmy lter iF you want,

B When 1 write, | use ideas, images and frony Lo provide tnsight.

The ending Is more Important than the beginning,

Manntng and alrategies are important to produce something wonh mey
effort

Crammar and punctuation are nol as impartant as the sublect matter,
Each writing situation i & problem that needs a blueprint for success.
I edit after I'm dogne.

I won't go on untd that Arst parngraph b dosm.

An outhine aa general gulde nol n magp,

When [welte | follew the rules for sreiting Mdely closely,

When 1 wrlie [ heve no problom composing.

https: m&ﬁ{ﬁw )%ac/vol76/|552/4
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Ity af P-types woiild test as blockers,
This was nol the case, Sixty percent
of the J-iypes were blockers, com-
pared o 43% for the P-lypes. How-
ever, when the studenls were segre-
gated to account for senalng (5-type)
versus Lhe Infulihee (N-type), the roles
were reversed, As a resull, 55% of
SJ-types were blockers as opposed
Lo BE% of the NP types.

Resulis from the MOWAM tesl
inclicated that while this nstrument
can be useful for locating specific
sludents with andety problems, il
provided no additional insight when
analyzed In conjunction with the re-
suilis of elther the personality lest or
the Blocker-Nonblocker test. For the
purpses of this atudy, the resulis
from the MOWAM were divided into
three categories: [1) General Affect
[the wriler's lelings or attiludes lo-
wards writing): (2] Blank Page Paraky-
sls; and (3) Mechanical Skill or Com-
petence [the writer's altitudes about
these tradls In thelr own writing). Fe-
sults showed no significant differ-
ences betwesn means of inbrovers or
exiroveris with regard o thelr aiil-
tudes toward the act of wriling or
theelr of thelrown mechand-
cal skills (1-1est, .05), There was, how-
ever, a sinificant shift with regards
{o thelr responses to questons de-
siined o measure blank page paraly-
als, In this study, extroverls wene
significantly more likely to agree that
they have ahard time choosing words
or beginning the wariling process,
These differences, however, oocur In
extroveried Indivduals whowersdes-
ignated as ‘Blockera” by the 22-ques-
Uon Blocker- Nonblocker test. The dill-
ferences between means for the other

froups were Insignificant,

Conclusions

Tests designed to determine the
medtvaiions or iInhibitions of students
ean be very useful to professars o

instructors of wriling, For example,
students whe are introverted wnd
whose greatest writing problem ks
their innate dislike for communicat-
Ing with others (33 percent in this
sludy] ean be ldentified with the
Kicracy- Bates tesl and gheen assign-
menis speciiically designed tobe non-
threatening or humorous, Numerous
past studies hove foamd that the wse
of cartoons and humor In textbooks
or teaching programs has significant
positive effects on student altitudes
about learning and comprehension
(Nehiley, 1992, 1983). Since wriling
s in part o learmed skill, assignmenta
designed (o appear less ntimidating
would be moat successful with intno-
verted students,

In addition, students with a low
general affect or scll-conce pl as writ-
ers can be identifled using the
MCWAM and given assignments that
emphaskze the posilive nature of
writing by having them analyzse suc-
cesaful past papers and Improve
them. Results from this study found
that ever half of the students were
hlockers or Indbviduals with o disiike
Tor wriling that was not writing-skill
or compelency-based, These siu-
dents would beneflll most from as-
signments specifically designed to
offset seli-doubls and strengihen
thetr Individual self-concept.

Other blockers are Indbviduals
who suffer apprehension because
they know that, after it is completed,
thelr writing will be evaluated by
someone who will make assump-
Uons aboul the writer. They dread
wriling because they fear they will
ercatea negative Impresakon bocause
their writing lacks eloquence. These
sluclents could be fdentifled with the
MCWAM and given assignments that
analyze the style and structure of
other students writlng so that they
could ot only learn about the writ-
bng process, bul also see the benefiis of
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Impersonal critiguing. Indhdduabs s
are apprehenshe aboal beingesmhanted
by ohers mighitl alkso benwefit fromm usting
such posd-wrillng evaluatie wond-pro-
cosalng progiaumes. aa Ridhtwriler™ or
Crammatik e All geriter's stop and
slart trying o deckde I they've used o
wrong word or misapelled a correct one.
Simply knowing Uhat Chebr wriling will
be evaluated by a machine
mlght rrakee thern less tnitrmkdated and
free them up to wrlle more fuenthy. In

Studenta who are - t'_',-p-en (r4
percent in this study] are individuals
who short-clreull the planning pro-
ceas because they deckde things too
guickly, These Individuals can ben-
elil mosat from pre-wrilng assign-
menis that emphasize mind map-
plng, kKlea brees, bubble culllnes,
computerized outlining, or schematic
fow chart approaches thal compen-
sale for thelr unwillingness Lo brajn-
slorm or analyze. Students who are
Kentfled as P-lypes (43 percent), or
Individuals whe have trouble begin-
ning the wrilng process, could be
Ehven assignments thal emphaslze
an averview approach based on el
ther the Usting of facts (for sensing
types |60 percent overall in this
aludy]] or the entiftcation of con-
tingencles or alternatives ([for
[ntultives [35 percent]).

By using the Kiersey-Bales test
In conjunction with the MOWAM test,
n professor or Instructor could dif-
ferentlate amaong the types of affec-
tive writlng problems facing the stu-

dent and then develop o serlea of
wriling experfiences specifically de-
sifned o Meilitale writing by at-
templing lo offset affective factors n
the student as they tnckle the writ-
Ing process. Students could then be
ghven different writing asslgnmenta
o help them leamn a writing style
that would be less frustrating. Fu-
fure research should determine
which preferences or predispositions
assoclated with these personality
types have the prealest impact on
sludenis attiiudes lowand and feel-
Ings absut writing and com posiog,
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